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Dryland Salinity on the Dundas Tablelands 
Speaker: Erica Nathan 


Early explanations of dryland salinity have assumed that it was caused by European 
farming practices and that the 'groundwater recharge! model (see illustrations on p.3) 
could be applied to all areas where the problem existed. Erica felt that a historical 
perspective to the study of the problem would show that this blanket approach was 
inappropriate, and that the local and regional characteristics of each area should be 
taken into consideration when evaluating the salinity problem. 


Erica chose to study the Dundas Tablelands, a clearly defined area (recognised as a 
discrete and major land system in the LCC South Western Area Report 1979) south 
of the Wimmera, west of the Grampians and bounded by the Wannon River on the 
south. The tablelands are a tilted block of rhyolites, trachytes and sediments heavily 
dissected by the tributaries of the Glenelg and Wannon Rivers. 


Early settlement in the region is well documented and it is possible to reconstruct its 
recent vegetation history. Erosion and salinity have long been problems . Erica sug- 
gested that while Europeans have assumed that salinity was a post-European phe- 
nomenon (secondary salinity), in fact there may have been primary salinity i.e. it 
existed before European settlement, although its surface expression was not as se- 
vere as we see it today. 


Four scenarios were presented to illustrate the historical approach: 


1. A period of 6000 years prior to 1840, characterised by a mosaic of Open 
Woodland with Red Gum and grasses on the lower sites and box, stringybarks, 
Manna Gums and a shrubby understorey including Banksia marginata and casua- 
rinas higher up. Aboriginal occupation and fire regimes added to its character. 


2. Early Pastoral 1840-1870: the advent of Europeans such as the Henty family 
who came from Portland. Large sheep stations of 25,000-45,000 acres were estab- 
lished as settlers moved northwards. This was a protracted process due to conflict with 
Aboriginals - massacres and theft of stock. The resulting mix of Aboriginal and Euro- 
pean land uses resulted in the decline of biodiversity and the growth of rank grasses. 
However grazing pressure was light, if uneven. 


3. Late Pastoral 1870-1920: Fencing continued; some leases were converted to 
freehold and capital investment began as dams were put in. Stocking rates became 
more consistent with 1 sheep/acre. In the south the huge stations were subdivided. 
While stations had been so large, salinity was not obvious; it only became a problem 
with closer settlement when a salinised area occupied a proportionately larger area of 
a property. | 


4, Closer Settlement - post 1920: Further subdivision, including soldier settle- 
ment, occurred into 500 and 1000 acre blocks, with some variation to compensate for 
salinised, less productive areas. But many of these farms were not viable. Farmers 
lacked the necessary skills and received little support, were required to clear the land, 
yet were expected to pay off the block. The cleared timber found a market when rail- 
ways were being built and was often the only source of working capital for the land- 
holders. This was the period of greatest tree clearance, and native pasture was under 
pressure with little capital available for improvement. 


In the 1940s soil erosion and salinity became obvious. Today, approaches to these 
problems include "regional characterisation" of groundwater systems, treating each 
region on an individual basis. 

Erica's research included the use of government records, local history societies, family 
records and anecdotal evidence. She stressed the value of local groups who recorded 
changes in the landscape and in communities. 

Additional reference: LCC South Western Area Report 1979. 


Erica had, at the request of Pat Murphy, brought along some historical photos of Mt. 
Warrenheip, and Lal Lal and Moorabool Falls which generated considerable interest. 


Editor. 


The illustrations opposite are taken from Investigating Geography - Australia: Con- 
temporary Issues by Stacey and Lucas. 


Groundwater Recharge Model 
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Excursion: Werribee Treatment Plant 
Leader: Greg Binns 


Twenty-five members travelled to Werribee on a cool and overcast day; insect repel- 
lent and sunscreen lotion were not in great demand, but binoculars certainly were. 
Large numbers of ducks were seen and a lesser but good quality number of waders, 


Our first stop produced Red-necked Stint, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Marsh Sandpiper, 
Red-necked Avocet, Black-winged Stilt and Banded Stilt. On the many large ponds 
Pink-eared Duck were seen in huge numbers. Other birds seen were Australasian 
Shoveler, Chestnut and Grey Teal, Pacific Black Duck, Australian Shelduck, Hard- 
head, Musk Duck, the rare Freckled Duck and three Cape Barren Geese were also pre- 
sent. 


Late in the afternoon we turned our attention to the 
beach. Once again we saw some nice waders: Little 
Stint, Sharp-tailed and Curlew Sandpiper, Common 
Greenshank, Lesser Golden Plover and Ruddy Turn- 
Se at = Stone made for the end of a perfect day's birdwatch- 
2 sy ing. A big thank-you to Greg for organising a great 
Sear tt pee y day out - over 60 species were recorded. 


= 


Ken Hammond. 

Complete Bird List 
Australasian Shoveler Curlew Sandpiper 
Australian Magpie Dusky Moorhen 
Australian Pelican Eurasian Coot 
Australian Shelduck Freckled Duck 
Australian White Ibis Golden-headed Cisticola 
Banded Stilt Goldfinch 
Black Swan Great Cormorant 
Black-shouldered Kite Great Egret 
Black-tailed Native Hen Grey Teal 
Black-winged Stilt Hardhead 
Brown Falcon Hoary-headed Grebe 
Brown Songlark House Sparrow 
Cape Barren Goose Lesser Golden Plover 
Chestnut Teal Little Black Cormorant 
Common Greenshank Little Grassbird 
Common Starling Little Pied Cormorant 


Little Raven Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 
Little Stint Silver Gull 
Magpie-Lark Spotted Turtle Dove 
Marsh Sandpiper Straw-necked Ibis 
Masked Lapwing Superb Fairy-Wren 
Musk Duck Swamp Harrier 

Pacific Black Duck Tree Martin 

Pacific Gull Welcome Swallow 
Pied Cormorant Whiskered Tern 
Pink-eared Duck Whistling Kite 

Purple Swamphen White-faced Heron 
Red Wattlebird White-fronted Chat 
Red-necked Avocet White-winged Black Tern 
Red-necked Stint Willie Wagtail 


Ruddy Turnstone 


February Meeting Points 


39 members and visitors were welcomed to the meeting. 

Lake Wendouree CD: All CD's have been sold. More will be copied if 
members order them. 

That Field Naturalists' Club of Ballarat permit Jenny Burrell to use 
photographs from Lake Wendouree CD to prepare a Lake Wendouree 
CD provided the club is acknowledged. 

Members decided on a brimmed hat in a mid-green or cream colour 
with sown-on cloth badges as a means of identification for the VENCA 
campout in October 2002. 

Ballarat Bushland Book: Suggestions for title: Discovering Ballarat’s 
Bushland; Ballarat Bushland Book; Let’s Go Bush in Ballarat; Let’s Go 
Bush around Ballarat; Day Bushwalks around Ballarat; Beyond Ball- 
arat. The subtitle would be: A Guide to 34 natural places in the Bal- 
larat Region. 

Lighting of path around Lake Wendouree: Committee to consider the 
issue and prepare a report for the next club meeting. 


Show and Tell 


Greg Binns displayed a new book “A Field Guide to the Mammals of 


Australia” by Menkhorst and Knight. 


Field Reports 


Ken McDonnell: At St George's Lake - Grass Trigger Plant with 18 flower 
spikes, Austral Ladies Tresses flowering, up to 20 White-eyed Ducks, Pair 
of Darters. 

Helen Burgess: Quail seen in Ballarat North garden, possibly a Californian 
Quail. 

John Mildren: remnant of Kangaroo Grass in grounds of Ballarat Syna- 
gogue. Flock of Brown-headed Honeyeaters on grevilleas in Mt Helen 
garden. 

Lyndsay Fink: Wood Duck on Sebastopol-Buninyong Road. 

Greg Binns: 100 Pelicans feeding on eels in the drying mud of Lake Lear- 
month. 

Belinda Taylor: 32 species of birds seen in Haddon garden during a hot 
weekend. Scarlet Robin with 3 young in nest in Stringybark. 

Les Hanrahan: Male Scarlet Robin on Mt Warrenheip. Great Egret on dam 
at Bungaree. 

Brian Hanrahan: Pair of Swamp Harriers captured a large leveret at 
Dunnstown. 

Fran Hanrahan: Bright Yellow Slime Mould on rotting twigs at Redan. 
Margaret Martin: Many orange and black butterflies in Wendouree garden. 
Margaret Tonkin: Frogs have mated and produced spawn in pond with 
green algae at Ballarat East. 

Bob Curtain: Blue-tongue Lizard hurriedly crossing Pleasant Street. 

Tony Johns: Australian Hobby seen eating small bird on TV aerial in 
Drummond St Sth while constantly calling. 


Subscriptions are now due for 2002-2003! 


It would be greatly appreciated if prompt payment could be made to the Treasurer as 
follows: 


Ordinary Member $22 
Family $36 
Student $12 


Distant Member $15 
Newsletter Postage $6 (Ordinary Member) 


Birding on the Bay 


A day spent in the company of Ken Simpson is always special. Quite apart from his 
quirky sense of humour, his ability to spot and identify birds, especially seabirds 
which are mere dots low on the horizon, is extraordinary. Maureen Christie and I 
joined the boat at Queenscliff, together with another 80-odd birdos/photographers, 
under the auspices of BOCA, on Saturday February 16th. A sunny day with a gentle 
breeze provided ideal conditions. 


A quick survey of the area visible from the boat at Queenscliff/Swan Island pro- 
duced Pelicans, a White-faced Heron, a Royal Spoonbill and one Greenshank plus a 
White Ibis. We headed straight for the Pope's Eye and spent some time studying the 
Australasian Gannets clustered thickly on the rocks and wooden platform. Young 
birds were in all stages of development from fluffy white chicks nestling beneath a 
parent to the larger brown and white mottled juveniles. Downwind the smell re- 
flected the density of nesting birds! We missed out on the diving habits exhibited by 
gannets when feeding but were able to enjoy some of 
the parenting behaviour. A pair of Ruddy Turnstones 
was spotted between the gannets and a single Fur 
Seal basked on the end of the rocks. 


Ken gave us a lesson on identifying the various cor- 
morants as we paused by one of the channel markers . 
where Pied and Black-faced Cormorants perched; he ' fs 
spotted an Arctic Jaeger hassling Silver Gulls feeding fl 

on scraps gamered from a passing fishing boat. 3 
Crested Terns were plentiful, and a Swamp Harrier BB 
was seen. Two dolphins briefly rode our bow wave. / 


, ; / . x : Australasian Gannet 
Ken's wide-ranging interests were reflected in the (Hill) 


knowledgeable commentary he provided on the bay's 

geological features and history, and the habits of the birds we saw - and didn't sce, 
such as the Muttonbirds. We stopped at the old and new Chinaman's Hat; the old one 
now listing to one side was crowded with Fur Seals, so accustomed to the visiting 
boats they barely reacted to our presence; three had hauled out on the new platform, 
basking in the sun on the steps provided and avoiding the shade under the roof. 


A visit to the South Channel Fort enabled us to stretch our legs; the island is home to 
the White-faced Petrel which lives in burrows beneath the vegetation. It feeds out in 
Bass Strait during the day, returning at night. Nesting areas are protected by rails 
and several information signs are provided. Translucent, purple-tinged jellyfish 
floated in the water near the jetty and toadfish swam beneath them, blending against 
the background of seaweed and gravel. 

Carol Hall. 


Calendar 


March 
Fri. 1 AGM & Members' Slide Night "My Favourite Place in Victoria". 
Sun. 3 Excursion: Mt. Cole. 
8—11 VFNCA Campout, Campaspe Downs. 
Tues. 12 Book Meeting 3 pm @ John Gregurke's. 
Wed. 27 Committee Meeting @ Helen Burgess' 7.30 pm. 
April 
Fri. 5 Meeting: Animals of Africa with Andy van Smeerdijk 
Sun. 7 Excursion: Werribee Open Range Zoo. 
Supper Duty 
March: Helen Burgess & ? May: Kay Preston & Eileen Anderson 


April: Fran Hanrahan & Genny Binns June: Maureen Christie & ? 


Committee 
President#rc.......stinnvtt Mrs. Carol Hall 


Vice-President................. Mr. Greg Binns 

Secretary mtiects ttc tte Mr. John Gregurke 

TYOASUTED ».,.:cssescsepsessesscess Mr. Bob Curtain 
Miss Helen Burgess......... Mrs. Carol Hall (Editor)...... 
Miss Maureen Christie..... Mr. Les Hanrahan............ 
Mrs. Claire Dalman......... Mr. John Mildren............. 
Mr. Lyndsay Fink........... Ms. Gail Whyte............44. 


Correspondence: PO. Box 328W, Ballarat West, 3350. 
Email: Secretary: 


Editor: 


Website: www.ballarat.yourguide.com.au Click on Local Info. Search Environment. 


Meetings are held at the Ballarat Horticulture Centre, cnr. Gregory & Gillies Sts 
(VicRoads 254 F8) on the first Friday of the month at 7.30pm. 


Excursions: Depart from Creswick Plaza, Creswick Rd., Ballarat (VicRoads 255 M10) 
at 9.30am unless otherwise specified. 
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